This article surprises some thoughts and ideas about the volume Teatru pentru publicul tânăr -3 texte (Theatre for Young Audiences -3 Texts), published by Editura Timpul, in October 2018. This book contains texts signed by three young playwrights, Mihai Ignat, Selma Dragoş and Andrei Ursu, who wrote plays for youths "of all ages", as Oltiţa Cîntec warns us in the Preface. The plays are part of a residence program, a partnership between three institutions in Iaşi, and are extremely different as genre and yet contemporary. My review follows exactly these aspects and a personal interpretation of the messages, situations and characters.
Romanian contemporary playwriting is defined as an alignment to the European and global models, which is obvious -even though it still preserves classical construction techniques, it still searches for new ways of writing, or even a new literature. However, there is a certain call for Romanian contemporary playwriting, it is encouraged by the theatres which stage these kinds of texts, but as a distinct genre it is still neglected. Marin Sorescu National Theatre organizes a contest for young directors who are encouraged to stage contemporary Romanian texts, an initiative which started a few years ago, with sporadic echoes in other theatres, such as Teatrul Tineretului Piatra Neamţ, the recent management of which, assured by a director-playwrightGianina Carbunariu -, has encouraged this phenomenon of creative writing through a recent playwriting contest. We can also find similar attitudes in other cultural hubs in Romania, such as Bacău -Bacău FEST Monodramas, in Cluj, Oradea, Bucharest, at UNITER and, more recently, at Teatrul Dramaturgilor Români (The Romanian Playwrights' Theatre), based exclusively on Romanian texts. Luceafărul Theatre in Iaşi has a program which encourages Romanian playwrights, an initiative more and more present during the last editions of FITPTI.
However, Romanian plays would deserve a more sustained initiative from the Writers' Union, or from the Romanian Academy, two institutions who lately focus mainly on poetry, prose or critical literature, theatre becoming the half-sibling of these main genres.
Romanian plays have also a subdivision, sometimes more present and powerful than that of the published text. It is the text created by the director and the actors through collaborative work, a technique that stands at the root of a staging -so the play is not the creation of a single author, but a shared result of teamwork. Sometimes, a director meets a theatre troupe whose energy guides him/her into creating a theatrical product from scratch, but this can also happen in the absence of the director. Sometimes, actors unite into creating a text which offers them the possibility of expressing themselves in a more personal way. However, the text which results from these kinds of approaches in not always a play, because the written result may not be valuable taken out of the context for which it was intended.
2018 has been The Year of The Centenary, the year in which the Government has encouraged artistical formulas not to forget about this event.
That is how ceremonies, shows, recitals and festivals have appeared, each with its own festivity. Anyhow, the writing of contemporary texts with and about Romanian people has been encouraged and theatres have included such plays in their repertories, under the theme 100 for Romania.
I shall stop and analyse a commendable initiative, nowadays a tradition of The International Festival for Young Audiences in Iași (FITPTI) , that is to create reading-performances, promoting new texts, either international creation or Romanian ones. This year, the plays have been dedicated to Romanians and three of them have become a book at the Timpul Publishing House (Editura Timpul) -Theatre for Young Audiences. 3 Texts. The volume reunites three plays, as the title warns us, by different authors, and the target audience is young audiences of all ages. The residence project which was the root of this volume is a partnership between The International Festival for Young Audiences, The Museum of Literature and Luceafărul Theatre/ FITPTI. These institutions have organized a contest for playwrights, and Mihai Ignat, Selma Dragoș and Andrei Ursu were the finalists.
The first of the three texts, Nude Climbing a Ladder, written by Mihai Ignat, surprises a new approach of the author. If until now Zippers, Buttons, Caps., Crisis, Four Frozen Onions, Not by the Neck were texts for everyone, not targeting a specific kind of theatre or public, this recent play explores the idea of physicality, of having or not having a body. The writing is not easy to follow, the structure being formed of 70 scenes made of free dialogue, without the name of the character attached to the words. The reader will understand after a few scenes which is the theme and the identity of the characters and will follow the action, and yet the ideas are not predictable or boring.
The story is not necessarily very complicated, there are no real twists in the actions, but we follow small conflicts of two couples which meet under weird circumstances, couples formed by people who could be the root of creating quite colourful characters. The way in which each of them reflects upon their own destiny, the events through which they pass gives and extra something to the play. The author suggests in the beginning of the play the fact that the text wants to surprise the senses of the audience, including hearing, feeling and less rational understanding: "This play can be only heard, not seen, as if it were received by the unborn child in the womb of the leadingrole. In this way, each and every one of us is in her womb and we hear the lines, all of them, even the ones spoken by far away characters, because this child, and we as well, has/have a fine hearing, as blind people do."
1 Hence, her womb is the theatre hall and we are the baby; that is how we remember the convention that we follow with each theatre show. This time we are convinced that we are part of the actors' body, we are the ones who must receive a message and then forward it.
Corina, the leading part of the text, is pregnant with Iulius, a man who refers to himself in the 3 rd person, asks many questions about her physical appearance, of the fact that she is constantly transforming and of how the body produces aesthetical pleasure, physical pleasure, intellectual pleasure. Historically speaking, the body has been of interest from Ancient times in the performing arts, in theatre and dance especially. But Mihai Ignat's play is not a theoretical essay about the body in theatre, but has a targeted message for the Romanian audience, for the person who does not understand his/her own physicality. That is how, through Corina, certain aspects of erotic meaning can be discovered, the body seen as a seduction apparatus, the housing of the spirit, an aesthetic advertising instrument and many other forms. Corina rediscovers that her hands tell a story, that her body has suffered so many transformations that it is hard to trace her origins, from childhood until nowadays, when she is about to give birth to another body, a new person.
How difficult it is to have a body tell us many poetic scenes, sustained by brutal scenes or slightly aggressive language, however without vulgarities. The possession of your own body and being happy are utopic thoughts, appear 1 Mihai Ignat, Selma Dragoş, Andrei Ursu, Teatru pentru publicul tânăr, Timpul, Iaşi, 2018, p. 8, our translation. in a video in the 25 th scene, a scene in which two people meet by dancing in the street, start a family and contaminate everyone with their dance. This is the supreme idea of the body, it gives the impression that it is constantly dancing by understanding itself.
Mihai Ignat counterpoints the consciousness of the body between Romanians and other European peoples, for example in scene 38, when he justifies an essential aspect that characterizes us, respectively our delicacy which makes us hide permanently, keeping secrets in the dark: "In Holland people don't put curtains at their windows. I don't know. They don't care that they're being watched […] And if you look unintentionally you still see. Even by accident. I couldn't live there."
2 Maybe that is why our bodies aren't dancing, that is why Corina's body, now pregnant, seems stiff, stuck in awkward movements. When she goes to the obstetrician for a consultation, she can't accept the fact that she is naked in front of students, who discover the human body from an anatomical point of view. She is, in this situation, a simple body, an object of study, but her being is not made only of what can be visually analysed. Her thoughts become a pyramidal structure, creating the concept of body, the pettiness of its truth.
The character thinks it would be interesting to surpass her own barriers, to let her body be painted for advertising. A hilarious moment, as her visibly large belly becomes a Kinder egg, through bodypainting, an advertising instrument: "I am a billboard. Everybody is looking at me. It seems I am successful.
[…] My belly sells. For you I have no soul. Banners have no souls! Look at me! Stare at me! And empty your pockets!" 3 The human body is beautiful, one has to know this, think nice about it, more than this, a nude person can climb a ladder. A nude must be admired, others did it, wrote about the body, resting or moving: "Clothes rustling. Vague respirations. As bare feet climb stairs."
The second text from this volume is The Porcelain Monkey by Selma Dragoş. The young playwright is a new voice in contemporary Romanian drama, and her play talks about the problems of the young generations. That is why it is so salutary! Aiming to surprise the conflict between generations, the text presents the vulnerability of the youths in an informational era and the helplessness of adults to understand, control and influence the virtual life of children. Smaranda is a vlogger and, during a trip to the seaside, she observes a weird behaviour of a husband towards his child and wife. That is how, from publishing stupid clips on the internet, she decides to keep a journal of this family, meant to be seen by the world wide web. The little redeemer seems to have inherited from her mother, a lawyer, the obsession for justice and therefore she creates a huge scandal. This chaos manifests in two plans, the real one, in the hotel room, and the virtual one, made by comments from Smaranda's followers. "Surveillance Log, day 1. Yes, people, surveillance log… a surveillance journal, yup! Something incredible is happening. […] Look at this father who enters the water with his son… everything seems normal until... whaaat? Do you see? He holds him too long… the boy is clearly scared, he doesn't know how to swim…. Smmaf! Again. People, this is torture." 5 Lucian, the child who is forced to swim and aggressed by his father, Gelu the teacher, discover the videos and, in the inertia of the generation, starts vlogging about how he pranks his dad. Smaranda decides to film one of the moments that he enacts with much diligence, but doesn't expect for anything to go wrong. Smaranda ends up in a hospital where she continues to vlog, parents are forced to give statements to the police and the teacher's family retreats to the countryside, far from aggressive journalists.
The issues raised by Selma Dragoş are multiple, creating a certain consistency for the text. The multiple aspects are intertwined, flowing from one to another and don't allow the receiver to get bored. Although the time of the action is created by the mechanism of police statements, which means detailing past events, there is still dynamism. It is created by alternating monologues, media moments, video or written, the latter being netizens' comments, avatars as the author names them. What we understand from the vlogs of Smaranda and Lucian is the actual action, the story which created the present moment, the one in which the doings of the children are discussed. Interrogated, the parents uncover two types of mentalities, the patriarchal one, with communist reminiscences, and a contemporary one, oscillating between innovation and freedom. Which of the two is worse is for the audience to decide.
Smaranda's mother, passioned by the new type of parenting, builds her mother-daughter relationship on a base of friendship and free-will. She stands against the Romanian educational system who has so many faults: "Smaranda has a critical mind, I taught her to judge things through her own perspective, rather than follow adults only because they are adults. [...] I home-schooled her until the 3rd grade, when her questions started to exceed me. [...] I was able to afford a private school. It would be dramatic for her to go the public school."
6 On the other hand, Gelu Tabacaru, the Computer Science teacher, condemns the behaviour of parents who, through excessive attention and care, transform their offspring into porcelain monkeys, misfit to the real world, to social needs: "Between you and me, these people who raise their children kissing their… spoiled, should move to the mountains, to raise their brats to become savages, if they need so much nature.
[…] I'm telling you, I teach to the middle-school, I can see these things, I've seen with my own eyes how generation after generation have become more and more helpless, weaker. Porcelain generations." 7 These two portraits are models for their children, and the youths behave accordingly. How permissive are the two parents and how well they understand Smaranda and Lucian, but, more important, which is the efficient approach, are questions we are encouraged to answer ourselves, as receivers of this play.
Andrei Ursu is the third author who completes the series of texts for young audiences, and he proposes a play inspired by young people in a world of temptations, crouching in a huge universe, lacking perspective, confused and not having their parents' support. Unfortunately, Romania during the 2000s, stifles in disadvantaged areas the future for some youngsters who drown in indolence. This text speaks about them, about a province torn from civilisation who contaminates with indifference.
Burying Gupi is a text which proposes, underneath the social context, a problem of the space. In this situation, the place where characters live is one that forestalls everything, with shining through poverty, incapacity and isolation. Three teenagers almost finish high-school and are facing their first important decision in their lives: which path should they choose from now on. Their lifestyle dictates wrong ways: suicide, alcohol or drugs. One of the three children seems an eternal traveller: "He runs away from home. Often. But he comes back. He is tall and thin. He always carries with him a backpack and a shabby suitcase."
8 There is a contrast between this youth named Buha and the other two, he is clearly more determined to go away, because at home an alcoholic father waits for him. The paternal figure is his closest tie, but isn't a model. His father, morally guilty for his wife's suicide, finds his refuge in alcohol, constantly wailing. His life has been a failure and, towards the end of the text, he also loses his job. In a town with limited possibilities, this aspect is a fatality.
On the background of family unfulfillments, the teenagers love, fall in love and discover sexuality. Nothing out of the ordinary, but the feelings are not always mutual and disillusions deepen. It is essential for them to find balance, to foresee a bright future and leave. But who is Gupi? It is Buha's dog, his buddy since he was five, a gift from his father, and now he must be buried. With it, the past also.
The text becomes a successful parable. It is written for teenagers as a life lesson, a brutal wake-up call. It is also a text for parents, who must pay more attention to their children and should be aware that they are always models for them. "Children are wonderful at five. They are magical. Children are magical creatures. It is the duty of their parents not to break them. Not to forget. I promise I won't break him. Not to forget. I will always tell him the truth. I'll help him. He'll grow up. He will be a whole human being." 9 These kinds of initiatives, encouraging Romanian playwrights, are well received by the audiences also. Focusing on the next generations is essential, and the texts I talked about make awareness to an immediate reality possible, awareness to facts which are in expansion and the consequences of which reflect into the decisions and future of youngsters. Encouraged to write about the young generation, the three authors had an important stake and, as Gelu Tabacaru from The Porcelain Monkey says: "[…] but we have a mission. I use big words, because it's a big deal. A mission. To show them a glimpse of the real world."
